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Poverty of Being 
by Rev. Roy Berkenbosch 


] am not a scarecrow. 
Though I am poor and lowly, 
My thoughts and feelings have value. 
1am a human being. 
~ Andot, a Filipino farmer 


Andot’s simple reflection speaks to two distinct perspectives on poverty 
as a spiritual issue. The first is ideology as spiritual perspective. The tenacious 
persistence of poverty is a consequence of people living in complex webs of 
broken relationships. These relationships do not work for the well-being of the 
poor ~ or for that of society. On the one hand is the tyrannical money lender 
in rural Bangladesh, the powerful big-city banker, the growth-at-any-cost 
international trade minister, and the abusive spouse. On the other, the fisher 
without funds for a net, the blue-collar worker without access to credit, the 
farmer facing distorted markets, and a family destroyed. Poverty results where 
human relationships are broken and bent away from the Creator’s loving 
intention, What is more, such brokenness is often underwritten and rationalized 
by dangerous lies that we come to believe: 


More is better. 

Might is right. 

The market’s invisible hand is benign. 
Success equals wealth. 


Excessive consumerism is normal. 


Progress can be measured by dollar signs. 


Deep down, these ideological persuasions are spiritual commitments and 
they contribute to ongoing poverty. 


Poverty is spiritual also in the sense that human beings can suffer a poverty 
of being, When the poor internalize their poverty, they may experience feelings 
of vulnerability, lack of control, powerlessness, and insecurity. They may even 
come to believe they deserve to be poor, that God has abandoned them, or that 
they have nothing to offer society. In short, they may lose their dignity. The 
rich, on the other hand, may also internalize their wealth and come to think 
they deserve their prosperity. They may believe that they are more worthy than 
people living in poverty and that they have a right to call the shots. In the words 


of Bryant Myers, a lifelong activist and author dedicated to Christian relief and 
development, they begin to “play God in the lives of the poor.” When we think 
of ourselves more highly than we should, our inflated egos are also a distortion 
of the true dignity of human beings. 


From the very beginning the biblical story has confronted the poverty of 
being with the profound announcement that all human beings are made — 
image of God. The Apostle Paul describes us as God’s poetry, God’s artful and 
loving creation. Among other things, this means that all people are created 
equally. All are given dignity. All have an inherent self-worth that is based not 
on their accomplishments or material worth, but on their very nature as image- 
bearers of the divine. All are created to enjoy the fruits of the earth and to 
exercise loving care of the creation. We image God best when we practice 
community, remembering our inherent relatedness to one another. This is the 
basis for speaking of human rights. Because he is a human being, a Creature 
bearing God’s image, Andot has the right to work, to health care and social 
services, and to belong to a loving family and community. He also has the right 


to food and shelter and clothing, and to participate in making decisions about 
the future. 


Overcoming poverty involves healing broken relationships and refuting the 
lies that we believe. Claiming my identity as beloved child of the Creator is a 
good beginning. An even better one is to remember and believe that my 
neighbour too is a beloved child of God. 


Loving God in whose image my neighbour is made 
Teach me again how to love her as much as I would love you. 


Amen. 


For Discussion: 


1. How have we, as a society, come to believe that some are more 
worthy of prosperity and well-being than others? 


2. What can we do ~ as individuals, a group, or a faith community - to 
promote the equality and dignity of all as intended by God? 
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Suggested Activities 


God’s Poetry 


Working in small groups, reflect on the passage, “You are God's Poetry.” What 
does this mean to each of you? How is your understanding of “Gods artful and 


loving creation” enriched or expanded by your study of poverty? 


Write a poem that expresses your group's understanding of our creation as 
“God’s poetry.” Keep it simple and have fun — and remember that rhyming is 


not mandatory. 


Share your poem with the larger group. Post it on the wall where it will be 


visible to everyone during the next activity. 


Praying for Politicians and Government 


Read the following reflection on praying for politicians and government. What 
in this passage resonates for you? How does it correspond with your own 


practice of prayer? 


Jesus modeled the spiritual, communal and justice-seeking practices 
which Christians are called to follow. He acted in accordance with his 
Jewish spiritual formation as he prayed, modeling the importance of 
remembering, through daily prayer, that God is the source of 
transformation, and that we are called to remain connected on a 
regular basis, with the source of our being. 


My morning practice follows the advice of John Main of the Christian 
Meditation Movement, by which I commit myself to be silent, still 
and simple for the sake of focused prayer, normally with a lit Christ 
candle. As part of this practice, I hold politicians in God's Light 
especially as I pray these lines from Jim Cotter's paraphrase: 


“The way of your justice be followed by peoples of the world! Your 
heavenly will be done by all created beings! Your commonwealth of 
peace and freedom sustain our hope and come on earth.” 


| pray that God's way will be made known to others and to myself, 
and that we would receive the grace to recognize and the courage to 


follow God's way. 


My evening practice tends to follow the Ignatian examen, opening 
myself to God's grace as it flows through events of the day for which 
lam most grateful and least grateful. When I pray with memory of 


gratitude and ingratitude, my attitudes toward politicians and political 
decisions tends to come into clearer focus, along with blessings of 
how I might more faithfully engage with them according to God's way. 
In other words, the person who's changed the most through my prayer 
life is me, and prayer helps me to see more clearly what my call is in 
relation to political challenges. 


At least that's a description of the good days! 


Being a leader in anxious times is a difficult task. We tend to project 
the best and worst of ourselves on leaders, including politicians. It's a 
heavy load, and it tends to help all kinds of leaders — politicians 
included — to know that they are prayed for. The very knowledge of 
this sacred connection can be both a comfort and a challenge, a 
reminder of our call to faithfulness to God and to one another. 


Adapted from “How do we pray for our politicians and government? A 
Christian perspective,” by Mardi Tindal, Moderator of the United Church 
of Canada, for the Interfaith Social Assistance Reform Coalition (ISARC). 
April 2010. www.isarc.ca 


Share some of your thoughts and considerations with the larger group. 


Reflect on the current socio-economic and political context. Working in groups 
of three or four, identify a few key issues, situations, politicians, or political 
decisions for whom, or about which you would like to pray. 


Draft a prayer, (You may wish to refer to the prayers in this booklet as examples). 


Sharing the Good News 

Speak with your Minister/Priest/Pastor about incorporating your prayers into 
your faith community’s worship service over the coming weeks, or during a 
time dedicated to reflection and action on poverty. 
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